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The role of higher education in international development has received renewed attention since the 
late 1990s, with the advancement of globalization and knowledge economy. Higher education is also ex-
plicitly referred to in the Sustainable Development Goals ?SDGs? ratified at the United Nations ?UN? 
General Assembly in September 2015, as part of the vision for lifelong learning for all. This paper ana-
lyzes the trends in World Bank?s actual support for higher education since the commencements of its en-
gagement in higher education in 1963. It also attempts to investigate the convergences and divergences 
between policy and actual operations over time. The analysis reveals that traditional World Bank?s sup-
port for higher education focusing on assistance to individual higher education institutions in the 1960s 
and 1970s gradually shifted to the one focusing more on system-wide approach. Such shift generally cor-
responds with the policy shift towards system-wide support since 1990s. On the other hand, World 
Bank?s assistance to individual higher education institutions which have remarkably declined at the peak 
in the first half of the 1990s has started to increase again since 2010. The paper argues that this is a reflec-
tion of the emergence of ?world-class university? discourse in the Bank since late 2000s.
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